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A practical approach to developing the general capabilities in middle-years English  
In outlining the three-dimensional nature of the Australian Curriculum (AC), the Australian 
Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) (2011) explains that: “in a world 
where knowledge itself is constantly growing and evolving, students need to develop a set of 
knowledge skills, behaviours and dispositions, or general capabilities that apply across 
subject-based content and equip them to be lifelong learners able to operate with confidence 
in a complex, information-rich, globalised world” (p. 20). The concept of planning with 
general capabilities however, is still relatively new with many educators indicating the need 
for more professional development to effectively incorporate these capabilities in their 
curriculum and pedagogy (Social Educators’ Association of Queensland, 2012). This article 
presents snapshots of how middle-years educators may link ideas, strategies, activities and 
resources to develop Ethical Understanding and Personal and Social Capability in their 
students through Years 6 and 9 of the AC – English.  
Developing Ethical Understanding in Year 6 English  
During adolescence, young people begin to question the attitudes of authority figures such 
as parents and teachers as part of the process of developing their own set of values (Bahr, 
2007; White & Wyn, 2013). ACARA (2013a) particularly acknowledges this characteristic 
through the general capability of Ethical Understanding, which focuses on students building 
“a strong personal and socially oriented ethical outlook that helps them to manage context, 
conflict and uncertainty, [as well as developing] an awareness of the influence that their 
values and behaviour have on others” (p.100). Key to this process is a study of “the issues 
and dilemmas present in a range of texts and [an exploration of] how ethical principles affect 
the behaviour and judgment of characters and those involved in issues and events” 
(ACARA, 2013a, p.100). A relevant and often controversial issue is Refugees and Migration. 
The following table shows how an exploration of this topic can link strategies, activities and 
resources suitable for developing Ethical Understanding when teaching the AC – English to 
Year 6 students.  
 
Ethical 
Understanding 
continuum – 
Level 4 
Australian 
Curriculum: 
English 
Teaching 
strategies 
Teaching and 
learning 
activities 
Resources 
Students: 
 
evaluate the 
consequences of 
actions in 
familiar and 
hypothetical 
scenarios 
 
explore the 
reasons behind 
there being a 
variety of ethical 
positions on a 
Students: 
Language 
understand the 
uses of objective 
and subjective 
language and 
bias  
understand how 
authors often 
innovate on text 
structures and 
To extend 
students’ 
thinking beyond 
entrenched 
viewpoints, 
teachers can: 
establish 
protocols for 
participation 
(e.g., What 
behaviour will 
not be tolerated? 
What will the 
Students: 
explore the 
human 
dimension of 
refugees and 
migration 
through relevant 
picture books 
and first-hand 
accounts 
(including human 
or “living” texts) 
Picture books  
The Littlest 
Refugee by Anh 
Do and Suzanne 
Do 
Refugees by 
David Miller 
First-hand 
accounts  
Najeeba, an 
social issue  
 
monitor 
consistency 
between rights 
and 
responsibilities 
when interacting 
face-to-face or 
through social 
media 
 
explain a range 
of possible 
interpretations 
and points of 
view when 
thinking about 
ethical dilemmas 
(ACARA, 2013a, 
pp. 107-110) 
 
play with 
language 
features to 
achieve 
particular 
persuasive 
purposes and 
effects 
Literature 
make 
connections 
between their 
own experiences 
and those of 
characters and 
events 
represented in 
texts drawn from 
different 
historical, social 
and cultural 
contexts 
create literary 
texts that adapt 
or combine 
aspects of texts 
students have 
experienced in 
innovative ways 
Literacy 
analyse 
strategies 
authors use to 
influence 
readers 
(ACARA, 2013b) 
class do when 
students 
disagree?)  
ensure the 
context for a 
controversial 
policy or event is 
clearly 
understood  
use a range of 
credible 
resources that 
covers multiple 
viewpoints 
help students 
appreciate the 
magnitude of an 
issue’s 
complexity 
concentrate on 
evidence 
(personal or 
research), 
drawing on 
external 
expertise where 
appropriate 
know 
themselves, 
being mindful of 
how their own 
feelings and 
biases can skew 
the treatment of 
an issue (Global 
Education, 2013)
examine  the 
language of 
written and 
visual texts 
including media 
reports and 
policy 
documents for 
underlying 
values, 
assumptions and 
perspectives as 
well as evidence 
of bias  
examine how 
language can be 
used to influence 
attitudes and 
judgments about 
behaviour and in 
turn deployed to 
help/ harm 
others 
compare and 
contrast 
conflicting media 
reports about the 
same media 
event  
re-write a 
newspaper 
article to better 
reflect factual 
information 
compiled about 
refugees and 
migration 
compile a written 
and/or visual text 
to produce a 
biographical 
account of a 
well-known 
migrant 
asylum seeker 
from Afghanistan 
– When you 
think about the 
boats, think 
again 
Living texts 
(e.g., refugees, 
refugee 
advocates, 
overseas aid 
workers) 
Newspaper 
articles (e.g., 
from Refugee 
Council of 
Australia) 
Websites 
Global words: 
English for 
Global Education 
– Refugees and 
migration 
Global Education 
– Refugees  
The World 
Refugee Week 
Teacher’s Pack  
 
Conventions on 
the Rights of the 
Child  
 
Success stories 
of Australian 
Migration  
 
Reading 
Enriches 
Learning  
Developing Personal and Social Capability in Year 9 English 
Rice and Dolgin (2005) assert that: “The central development goal of adolescence … is the 
formation of a coherent self identity” (p. 174). The presence or otherwise of a coherent 
identity is strongly linked to resilience and positive wellbeing not only during adolescence but 
also throughout an individual’s adult life (Bahr, 2007; White & Wyn, 2013). It is therefore vital 
that educators offer students every opportunity to enhance and celebrate their sense of self. 
Although all the general capabilities interconnect and overlap, identity formation is a 
particular focus of Personal and Social Capability. Overt teaching of this capability enables 
students to: “learn to understand themselves and others, and manage their relationships, 
lives, work and learning more effectively” (ACARA, 2013a, p. 82). The table below illustrates 
how exploring identity can address relevant Year 9 AC – English priorities, achieve the 
relevant requirements of the Personal and Social Capability continuum as well as afford 
students opportunities to explore aspects of their own identities in a supportive classroom 
environment. 
 
Personal and 
Social 
Capability 
continuum – 
Level 5 
Australian 
Curriculum –  
English 
Teaching 
strategies 
Teaching and 
learning 
activities 
Resources 
Students: 
 
reflect critically 
on their 
emotional 
responses to 
challenging 
situations in a 
wide range of 
learning, social 
and work-
related contexts 
 
consider control 
and justify their 
emotional 
responses, in 
expressing their 
opinions, 
beliefs, values, 
questions and 
choices 
 
articulate their 
personal value 
system and 
analyse the 
Students: 
 
Language 
understand that 
roles and 
relationships are 
developed and 
challenged 
through 
language and 
interpersonal 
skills 
 
Literature 
 
explore and 
reflect on 
personal 
understanding 
of the world and 
significant 
human 
experience 
gained from 
interpreting 
various 
representations 
To foster 
positive identity 
formation in 
students, 
teachers can: 
 
adopt strategies 
for encouraging 
all voices to be 
heard and 
accepted, even 
when student 
contributions 
may not be 
clearly 
understood 
 
model and 
encourage 
inclusive 
language and 
use of 
vocabulary for 
positive identity 
formation 
 
actively strive to 
Students: 
 
write “I am” 
poems 
 
examine texts 
for ways 
characters 
develop a sense 
of identity or 
adopt values 
 
construct 
character 
profiles and 
make 
comparisons 
with themselves  
 
create 
sociograms to 
represent 
character 
relationships 
and the way 
these change 
in particular 
Novels 
 
Operation 
Foxtrot Five by 
D.J. Stutley 
 
Road Kill by Ken 
Catran 
 
Looking for 
Alibrandi by 
Melina 
Marchetta 
 
My Place by 
Sally Morgan 
 
Online articles  
 
Cover girl by 
Krista Bremer 
(Choosing to 
wear the Muslim 
headscarf) 
 
The story of 
John 
effects of 
actions that 
repress social 
power and limit 
the expression 
of diverse views 
(ACARA, 2013a, 
pp. 89-99) 
 
of life matters in 
texts 
 
Literacy 
 
create 
imaginative, 
informative and 
persuasive texts 
that present a 
point of view 
and advance or 
illustrate 
arguments, 
including texts 
that integrate 
visual, print 
and/or audio 
features 
(ACARA, 
2013b) 
understand the 
thinking behind 
different 
viewpoints and 
speak out 
against 
discrimination 
 
use a range of 
resources that 
reflect varying 
and diverse 
opinions 
 
demonstrate 
willingness and 
openness to 
learning about 
alternative ideas 
(Global 
Education, 
2013) 
 
 
texts 
 
use the 
language of 
identity 
formation to 
critically analyse 
texts 
 
find 
passages/movie 
scenes dealing 
with different 
feelings and 
perspectives 
and explore 
ways linguistic, 
visual and audio 
elements are 
used  
 
compile an 
inventory of 
values/beliefs in 
relation to their 
own identities 
and cultural 
backgrounds, 
exploring 
possible 
influences and 
developments 
Ssabunnya: 
From monkey 
boy to choir boy  
 
Websites 
 
Reading 
Enriches 
Learning  
 
Excerpts from 
films and 
television 
series  
 
Puberty Blues 
 
Chalk It Up  
 
 
 
The above examples represent two snapshots of how the general capabilities may be 
utilised not only to enhance the study of middle-years English but also overall student 
development. The methodology outlined is easily applicable to other topics and general 
capabilities, enabling educators to develop a holistic approach to their planning and 
pedagogy and allowing students opportunities to further develop the knowledge and skills 
necessary to become successful, creative and confident global citizens. 
 
References: 
ACARA. (2011). The shape of the Australian curriculum: Version 3. Sydney: ACARA. 
 
ACARA. (2013a). General capabilities. Retrieved from 
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/English/General-capabilities 
 
ACARA. (2013b). The Australian curriculum – English. Retrieved from 
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/English/Curriculum/F-10 
 
Amnesty International. (2013). When you think about the boats, think again. Retrieved from 
http://www.rethinkrefugees.com.au/real-stories/   
 
Amnesty International. (2011). World refugee week: Teacher’s pack. Retrieved from 
http://www.amnesty.org.au/images/uploads/hre/World%20Refugee%20Week%20Teachers
%20Pack%202011.pdf 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation. (n.d.). Chalk it up. Retrieved from 
http://www.abc.net.au/talkitup/pdfs/Identity_Activities.pdf 
 
Bahr, N. (2007). Social Beings. In N. Bahr, & D. Pendergast (Eds.), The millennial 
adolescent (pp. 174-200). Camberwell, VIC: ACER Press. 
 
Braxton, B., Lawn, J., & Bales, J. (n.d.). Reading enriches learning. Retrieved from 
http://www.curriculumpress.edu.au/rel/index.php  
 
Bremer, K. (2010). Cover girl. Retrieved from http://www.oprah.com/spirit/Choosing-to-Wear-
the-Muslim-Headscarf 
British Broadcasting Corporation. (1999). From monkey boy to choir boy. Retrieved from 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/466616.stm 
 
Catran, K. (2001). Road kill. Melbourne, VIC: Lothian Books. 
Commonwealth of Australia. (2012). Global Education: Refugees. Retrieved from 
http://www.globaleducation.edu.au/global-issues/gi--refugees.html 
Commonwealth of Australia. (2012). Global Education: Teaching resources to encourage a 
global perspective across the curriculum. Retrieved from http://www.globaleducation.edu.au/ 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship. (2013). Success stories of Australian migration. 
Retrieved from http://www.immi.gov.au/media/success_stories/ 
Do, A., & Do, S. (2011). The little refugee.  Crows Nest, Sydney: Allen & Unwin.  
Marchetta, M. (1992). Looking for Alibrandi. Melbourne, VIC: Penguin Books. 
Miller, D. (2005). Refugees. University of Virginia, VA: Lothian Books. 
Morgan, S. (1987). My place. Fremantle, WA: Fremantle Arts Centre. 
Primary English Teaching Association Australia. (2013). Global words. Retrieved from 
http://www.globalwords.edu.au/ 
Refugee Council of Australia. (2013). Refugee issues in the media. Retrieved from 
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/n/digest.php 
Rice, F., & Dolgin, K. (2005) The adolescent: Devlopment, relationships and culture (11th 
ed). Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 
Social Educators’ Association of Queensland. (2012). Survey of Queensland Teachers. 
Brisbane, QLD: Unpublished. 
Stutley, D. (2010). Operation foxtrot five. Kelmscott, WA: Bushytail Books.  
The United Nations Children's Fund. (2013). Conventions on the rights of the child. 
Retrieved from http://www.unicef.org.au/Discover/What-We-Do/Convention-on-the-Rights-of-
the-Child.aspx 
White, R., & Wyn, J. (2013). Youth and society (3rd ed). South Melbourne, VIC: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
